EXIT  THE  LORDS

might be a case for letting nature take its course. Unfortun-
ately, that is not the whole story. The Conservative Party re-
tains an overwhelming majority in the House of Lords and if
defeated in the next election it is certain to make the maximum
use of these reserve battalions, discreetly at first and later to
much more effect. How large that majority is we shall never
know. The Chief Government Whip there, in answer to my
request for the names and number of peers who accepted his
whip, replied that this was "confidential". The House of Lords
must be the only legislative assembly in the world whose mem-
bers feel entitled to keep their party allegiance secret. The
truth would be too embarrassing.

The powers of the Lords, which a Conservative Opposition
could use, include an unrestricted veto over statutory instru-
ments (which are often of crucial importance) and the six-
month delay they can impose on legislation which becomes an
absolute veto in the year immediately preceding a general elec-
tion. Thus Harold Wilson can only count on four years5 free-
dom of legislative action instead of the five enjoyed by Conser-
vative Prime Ministers. This is serious enough, but in addition
an extra year in office may make all the difference between
re-election and defeat as this Government knows better than
most. In any case, the right to run a full term ought not to be
limited to parties that command a majority in the Lords.

For this reason alone, it is essential that immediately after
the next general election the Labour Government should intro-
duce legislation to confer final power on the Commons that
will allow it to override any obstruction from the Lords with-
out a delaying period. The case for this is constitutionally un-
answerable and is better argued on the principles involved
than left until its merits become confused with the merits of a
bill actually being obstructed.

Should Labour tackle composition at the same time as it
taskles powers? Some useful changes could be made without